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TO MY READERS
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Dear Readers,

Welcome to the world of Teeth of the Jungle. This series is more than a survival story - it’s a metaphorical journey that mirrors the challenges and complexities of modern life. The Jungle is not just a physical space; it represents the struggles we all face, simplified and amplified to reveal important lessons.

As you read, think of the Jungle as a stage where ambition, resilience, and human behaviour come alive. The characters’ battles with storms and wildlife symbolize life’s unpredictability, while the Voivokis’ society reflects the systems we navigate. Bill’s manipulation of the kids through debt is a stark reminder of how power and greed can ensnare the unsuspecting, urging us to stay aware and take responsibility for our choices.

The challenges faced by the characters are designed to entertain but also to provoke thought about business, relationships, and personal growth. Their upbringing, their decisions and consequences invite reflection on your own journey and how to navigate life’s complexities with wisdom and integrity.

I encourage you to read with curiosity and an open mind. The characters’ struggles are universal, reminding us all of the courage and strategy needed to face our own “Jungles.” Whether you’re here for the story, the lessons, or both, I hope this series inspires you to take charge of your journey. Thank you for joining me - I’m excited to see how Teeth of the Jungle resonates with you.

Warm regards,

Peter Szabo
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“Everything changed with that tragedy,” began one of the survivors, her voice echoing through the packed basketball stadium. Twenty-two thousand attendees, drawn by a hunger for motivation and personal growth, sat in captivated silence.

“No one remembers the moment they were born,” she continued, her tone steady but charged with emotion. “But for us - the survivors - that accident felt like being born into an entirely new world. One moment, we were ordinary kids. The next, we were thrust into an existence so foreign it might as well have been crafted by the gods themselves. Like newborns, we had to learn everything from scratch. The heights and depths of a world we could never have imagined - one as breathtaking as it was merciless.”

She paused, letting her words sink in before continuing.

“Countless times, it felt like sheer luck was all that stood between us and death. But as I stand before you today, having survived the unrelenting forces of nature, feral wildlife, and the greed of heartless people, I know now that luck wasn’t the only reason we made it. It was our desire to live, our discipline to endure, and our unshakable determination that pulled us through.

Back then, we were just kids sitting in a classroom, thrilled at the thought of an adventure in the Jungle. An ‘excursion,’ they called it - an exciting field trip that promised wonder and fun. None of us knew it would become the defining challenge of our lives.”

She paused again, scanning the sea of faces before her. Some leaned forward, breathless. Others frowned in deep thought.

“Had we known the risks, we never would have signed up for that trip. But let me ask you something: If you had known every trial and challenge your life would throw at you, would you have still chosen to leave the safety of your mother’s womb?”

The stadium buzzed as murmurs swelled into lively debate.

Some voices were confident:

“Of course! Life’s challenges make us stronger!” 

Others were more hesitant. Many simply watched, entertained by the brewing storm of opinions.

The survivor waited, calm and poised, until the noise ebbed. When she spoke again, the crowd stilled.

“I bet your answer would change depending on your circumstances,” she said. “For us, there were days - many days - when the fear and the hardship were so overwhelming that we wished we could crawl back into the safety of the womb. But life doesn’t offer us the luxury of retreat. The only choice we had was to move forward, one step, one battle at a time.

Our journey wasn’t just dangerous - it was relentless. Most of what we carried with us didn’t survive. But some things did. One of those was a letter I wrote during those harrowing days - a fragment of my thoughts and fears that managed to endure, like us.”

She reached into her jacket pocket and pulled out a small, weathered paper. The crowd leaned in, anticipation thick in the air.

“Let me read you a part of it,” she said. 

Then, in the stillness of countless held breaths, she began.

***
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“Dear Mum and Dad,

It’s been months since the accident, and I miss you more than words can express. Every day is a fight - to find food, to make shelter, to simply survive. It’s a miserable existence, and I feel so lost, so utterly confused.

Whenever I think about life back home, tears well up in my eyes. I never realised how much your hard work and the safety you gave me meant until it was gone. If I could, I’d tell you in person just how much I appreciate everything you’ve done.

I don’t know if that day will ever come, but I still cling to the hope that we’ll make it out of here. When we do, I promise I’ll find a way to show you how much I love you, how much I’ve always loved you.

Last night, we were attacked by some of the Voivokis...”

***
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Her voice faltered, and she had to pause. Her face tightened as heavy tears welled in her eyes, spilling over despite her efforts to stay composed. Slowly, she reached for a tissue, dabbing her cheeks carefully to avoid smudging her eyeliner.

All around her, the crowd sat in silence, many overcome by emotion. Some bent their heads, hiding their tears as though vulnerability in public was something to be ashamed of. The sound of quiet sniffles rippled across the stadium, like the mournful rustle of autumn winds shaking loose withered leaves from the trees.

Then, with a sudden burst of energy, she gripped the microphone and shouted, her voice ringing through the arena:

“But we survived!”

Her triumphant cry shattered the emotional atmosphere. The crowd erupted into cheers, the sadness giving way to a tidal wave of applause and celebration. Her grin widened as she continued, her voice steady, her words brimming with conviction:

“Don’t let anyone fool you or treat you like you’re worthless! You were given the gift of life, just like I was. Treasure it! Let my story inspire you to emerge successfully from every battle you face.

Most of you will never know the fear of wondering if you’ll survive another night. You’ll never truly feel the gnawing hunger of days without food or the desperation of no water to drink. But when challenges come - and they will - remember our journey. Compare your struggles to the hardships endured by millions around the world, and you’ll see just how small they are in the grand scheme of things.

Our journey didn’t just change our lives - it forged us. We survived because we allowed our challenges to shape us, to teach us. We learned to spot traps, to recognise dangers, and to overcome them.

It took years - years of forcing the pain and trauma to fade - before we could see it clearly. What we went through was like a cruel reality show, designed to break us down and build us back stronger, smarter, and more resilient. It taught us lessons about people, life and business we never could’ve learned any other way.”

She paused, her voice softening, yet filled with pride.

“Look at me now. The once shy child, raised in a bubble of insecurities, who had no grasp of the real world, stands here today, in front of this packed stadium, sharing a story that’s already changed lives across the globe. And today, you’ve asked me - with your presence - to let you into my journey.”

She stepped closer to the edge of the stage, her eyes scanning the crowd, then raised her fist into the air and shouted:

“Are you ready for a life-changing experience?”

The stadium exploded in a deafening roar, the crowd on its feet, swept up in her energy and determination.
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​CHAPTER 1
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Countless years earlier.

Over the decades, Ms Butcher’s classroom had transformed into a legendary haven of inspiration. Former students, now thriving in their respective fields, often returned to pay homage to the mentor who had profoundly shaped their lives. In recognition of their visits, she reserved a single desk positioned perpendicular to the first row of weathered wooden seats. This deliberate placement allowed them to feel both a part of the current class and observers of the future generation.

The atmosphere within her classroom was nothing short of extraordinary - a space that radiated positivity and an almost mystical sense of calm. Even the most unruly students seemed to find a quiet focus within its walls. To younger teachers, the classroom’s magic appeared enigmatic, sometimes attributed to its minimalist charm. But the truth lay in Ms Butcher herself - in her ability to engage each student with empathy, curiosity, and an unwavering belief in their potential.

Every month, she entrusted a carefully selected group of students with the task of reimagining the classroom’s layout. Armed with creative freedom, they were encouraged to reshape the space as they saw fit. She deliberately formed teams of unlikely collaborators – students who rarely interacted or who clashed - to foster new connections and teach the subtle art of conflict resolution.

Her heart swelled with pride as each team unveiled their designs, unique and brimming with imagination. These moments were a testament to the collaborative spirit that thrived under her guidance.

The most recent team had surpassed all expectations. They arranged two-thirds of the well-worn desks into a semi-circle facing the whiteboards, fostering a sense of inclusion and dialogue. The remaining desks were grouped strategically to encourage teamwork on specific projects. Each desk bore an uplifting quote, taped neatly to the corner, echoing the motivational phrases that adorned the walls. For a creative flourish, the team painted a sprawling tree on the back wall, its ‘leaves’ made of words and phrases contributed by the entire class. As a final touch, they surprised Ms Butcher by placing two elegant indoor palms on the sides of the whiteboard, transforming the space into a sanctuary of growth and expression.

On a sun-drenched Wednesday near the end of the school year, Ms Butcher revisited some of the more intricate mathematical concepts in the course. Yet, the warm glow of sunlight streaming through the windows and the cheerful chatter of parrots outside proved irresistible distractions. Despite their best efforts to focus, many students found themselves gazing out at the vibrant birds perched on nearby branches, their minds already drifting towards the freedom of summer days ahead.

The classroom door creaked open softly, and all heads turned as Mr Gooseman appeared in the doorway, his eyes gleaming with an unmistakable sense of mischief. He leaned his head in just far enough to catch the attention of the students nearest the door. A single exaggerated twitch of his eyebrows and a comically serious expression set off peals of laughter among them.

Ms Butcher placed her whiteboard marker down with care, turning to greet him:

“Yeeees, Mr Gooseman?”

Mr Gooseman’s light-hearted interruption didn’t surprise her; she had been expecting him to deliver her printouts around this time. His playful antics were nothing new - it was just his signature way of building a strong and engaging rapport with the students.

Mr Gooseman adopted a playful severity, stepping fully into the classroom. With a dramatic flourish, he snapped his feet together in an exaggerated military salute, his hand slicing the air crisply before addressing Ms Butcher in a booming voice:

“Your Highness! From the perilous battlefield of printers, I have emerged victorious! I now present to you the secret documents!”

The class erupted into laughter, some of the students doubling over at his theatrical delivery. Ms Butcher, ever willing to match his energy, raised an eyebrow.

“Step forward and deliver them, Colonel Gooseman,” she said, her tone infused with playful authority.

With exaggerated precision, Mr Gooseman marched into the room. Just as he reached Ms Butcher’s desk, he executed an intentionally clumsy stumble, sending papers flying in all directions. The cascade of printouts fluttering to the floor drew a wave of hysterical laughter from the class.

Recovering with over-the-top composure, he dropped to one knee, hastily gathering the scattered papers into a neat stack. Standing upright, he slapped the pile onto her desk, snapped his feet together once again, and delivered a final, crisp salute.

“Mission accomplished, ma’am,” he declared seriously.

“Thank you, Colonel Gooseman,” Ms Butcher replied, her voice laced with amusement. As he exited the room with an exaggerated march, the class dissolved into another round of giggles.

“All right, kids,” Ms Butcher said, clapping her hands in a quick rhythm to draw their attention back. “Time to get back to work.” 

The laughter subsided, and the students returned to their tasks with renewed focus and energy.

The end of the school term loomed near, and Ms Butcher knew she had to ensure the students’ report cards accurately reflected their progress in Mathematics to minimise potential complaints from the parents of struggling students. Despite her considerable teaching experience and legendary status as an educator, year-end complaints remained an unavoidable aspect of her job, contributing unnecessary stress to her responsibilities.

Straightening the newly delivered stack of printouts, she handed them to Mai, instructing her to take one and pass the rest along. As Mai began distributing the papers, a boy raised his hand.

“Excuse me, Ms Butcher,” he said.

“Yes, Manu?”

“When we get to our destination tomorrow,” he asked, his voice tinged with curiosity, “will there be other people there, or just us?”

***
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Despite being only 14, Manu stood out in every sense. His sun-kissed complexion, short brown hair, and hazel eyes gave him an approachable yet confident presence. What truly set him apart, however, was his natural charisma and sharp intellect. Manu wasn’t just admired - he was often envied, even by adults, for his leadership qualities and effortless communication skills. Energetic and charming, he embodied the ideal student, leaving many to assume he came from an affluent family, nurtured by opportunities others could only dream of.

In reality, Manu hailed from a modest neighbourhood. His father worked as a mechanic, and his mother served as an administrator at a local accounting firm. While their life was comfortable, Manu, like many kids, dreamed of more - fancier cars, luxurious vacations, and financial abundance. Driven by this yearning, he found creative ways to stretch his means. Regularly bartering his belongings for more valuable items, which he then sold for a profit, Manu built a small but growing ‘business’. This not only bolstered his pocket money but also sharpened his entrepreneurial instincts at an early age.

Outside of his budding ventures, Manu was a spirited athlete, part of a tight-knit group of boys who raced to the playground most afternoons for their fiercely competitive soccer matches. Though their enthusiasm sometimes irritated their peers, the games were a highlight of their school days.

A familiar scene had unfolded just weeks earlier: the boys sprinted down the school’s stairs, shouting and laughing, weaving through the bustling hallway. As they approached the double swing doors that led to the playground, the first three boys to reach them had the best shot at the win. By unspoken tradition, only one side of the doors was left open, creating a chaotic bottleneck as the remaining 15 boys jostled and squeezed through the narrow gap in a frenzy of competitive energy.

Manu, despite being taller and fitter than most, faced a persistent challenge. His locker, inconveniently located far from the stairs, always left him amongst the last to reach the playground. This consistent loss stung his pride, especially under the relentless teasing of Asim.

Asim, who towered over even many adults with his dark, lean frame, harboured a deep rivalry with Manu. Though his height made him a natural standout, what Asim truly craved was the respect and admiration that Manu seemed to command effortlessly. Instead of emulating Manu’s positivity and approachability, Asim tried to assert dominance through an authoritarian demeanour. Unfortunately, his tactics often alienated others, intensifying his frustration and sense of isolation.

“And as usual, Manu came third from the wrong end of the list!” Asim jeered one afternoon, his voice dripping with mockery.

With his long legs, Asim usually outpaced even the boys with lockers closest to the stairs, securing victory in their unofficial afternoon races almost every day.

“Just wait. I’ll have the last laugh one day,” Manu thought to himself.

He wasn’t angry - he wasn’t one to dwell on resentment. But his competitive spirit couldn’t ignore Asim’s relentless mockery and the accompanying laughter from their peers. The taunts only fuelled his determination to find a way to turn the tables.

The very next day, the race was on again. Manu, however, took his time packing his bag, deliberately lingering at his locker. As the other boys rushed ahead, he stopped by Mai’s locker, conveniently located right by the stairs.

“Hey, Mai, ever thought about switching lockers?” he asked casually.

Mai looked up, curious. 

“Why?”

“Well, I noticed how crowded it gets here with all of us squeezing past. I figured you might appreciate a quieter spot,” Manu replied smoothly.

“I would love that,” Mai said, her voice tinged with relief. “I hate being squished against my locker every afternoon.”

“Great. Let’s swap during the last break tomorrow,” Manu proposed.

“Why not in the morning?”

“I have something before school and might run late,” Manu said with a practised indifference.

Mai agreed, and the two decided to keep their plan quiet.

Later that day, Manu’s usual struggle to the playground continued. Despite managing to pass his best friend, Roger, he still finished second to last. Asim, already waiting at the finish, couldn’t resist taunting him.

“Look, everyone! Manu’s getting better. He came second today - second last!”

Laughter erupted, but Manu stayed calm.

“I was held up,” he said.

“Yeah, right,” Asim sneered. “We all know you’re just not as fast as you think.”

Manu raised an eyebrow and smirked. 

“Okay, how about this - I bet you $100 I’ll beat you tomorrow.”

The challenge caught everyone’s attention. Asim’s grin widened at the easy prospect of money.

“You must have way too much cash to burn,” he said, relishing the moment. “Fine, I’ll take it.”

The boys shook hands, with Asim making a show of calling everyone to witness the wager. 

“Don’t forget the $100 tomorrow,” he reminded Manu with an air of smug finality.

By the next day, the buzz around the bet had spread. The usual soccer crew was teeming with excitement, eager to see if Manu had any chance against Asim. The consensus was clear: Manu didn’t stand a chance.

During the final break, while the playground buzzed with activity, Manu and Mai quietly swapped lockers. As they finished, Mai flashed him a knowing smile. 

“Good luck,” she said.

When Manu rejoined his friends, Roger asked:

“Where’ve you been?”

“I had some business to take care of,” Manu said, shrugging casually.

Roger chuckled. 

“Money never stops making money.”

Roger wasn’t the only one who called Manu by his nickname, ‘Money’. It wasn’t just a reference to his entrepreneurial streak - it also hinted at the way Manu always found a way to come out on top, no matter the odds.

An hour later, back in their classrooms, the kids sat restless, the anticipation of the race buzzing in the air as they awaited the final bell.

At exactly 3 o’clock, the bell rang, and Manu sprang to his feet, his chair scraping loudly against the floor. Within seconds, he was by the door when Ms Butcher called out to him.

“Manu, would you mind helping me prepare some science equipment for tomorrow’s experiment?” she asked.

Manu froze mid-step. He loved hands-on science projects, and the chance to handle the equipment was tempting. But missing the race - and the $100 wager - was out of the question.

“Of course, Ms Butcher,” he replied, masking his inner turmoil. “I’ll just be a few minutes.”

Ms Butcher raised an eyebrow but smiled knowingly. 

“This kid is up to something again,” she thought.

Manu pushed through the crowd towards his newly acquired locker by the staircase, brushing off a curious classmate’s question about the swap with Mai.

“Yes, I did,” he said curtly, his focus razor-sharp.

Across the hall, Asim was stuffing his backpack when he spotted Manu at the prime locker position. His heart sank. The realisation that Manu had engineered an advantage shook him to the core. The memory of sneaking $100 out of his mother’s purse hit him like a tidal wave. If he lost, the punishment waiting for him at home would be far worse than losing the money.

The fear fuelled his resolve. He slammed his locker shut, fumbling with the padlock, his fingers trembling. The metallic click of Manu’s padlock snapping shut sounded like the crack of a starter pistol at an athletic race.

Panicked, Asim abandoned his locker entirely, leaving it unlocked as he bolted for the staircase. His eyes darted to the hallway where Manu’s phone, dropped in the rush, gleamed on the polished floor. Without hesitation, Asim kicked it hard, sending it skidding down the hallway.

Manu’s jaw clenched as anger bubbled up, but he quickly reined it in. His competitive instincts took over. 

“Winning $100 is worth more than worrying about a $40 phone,” he thought. 

Charging after Asim, he left the phone where it lay.

Asim reached the bottom of the stairs first, his feet pounding like thunder, but he knew the 50-metre length to the exit ahead gave Manu plenty of room to close the gap. Adrenaline surged as he raced full tilt, his breaths sharp and ragged.

By the midpoint of the hall, Asim caught up to two boys ahead of him but faced a choice: slow down by going around them or push through. Desperation won. He barrelled between them, causing Josh to stumble and fall directly into Manu’s path.

With a split-second decision, Manu vaulted over Josh, landing in stride, now just a step behind Asim as they reached the exit.

Asim burst outside, his lungs burning, and his legs growing heavy. The final 100 metres to the soccer field stretched ahead, but with every step, he could feel Manu closing in.

At the 30-metre mark, it happened. Manu surged past him, his quicker strides and relentless determination sealing the race.

Asim skidded to a stop, doubled over, gasping for air.

“You cheated!” he yelled, his voice hoarse. “You weren’t supposed to... swap lockers... with anyone!”

He projected toughness through his loud, confident demeanour, but deep inside, Asim trembled, dreading the inevitable fallout of stealing from his mother. If she had been present, she would have seen through him in an instant, picking up on the faint tremor in his voice that no one else seemed to notice.

Manu stood nearby, a broad grin on his face, as Asim desperately tried to sway the group.

“Manu cheated!” Asim proclaimed, his voice cracking slightly. “He should be disqualified. I’m the real winner!”

Unfazed by the outburst, Manu held his ground, his confidence unshaken. He had no intention of letting Asim wriggle out of their agreement.

“Well, let’s break it down, shall we?” Manu said, his tone calm yet commanding. “First, our bet never said anything about not swapping lockers. Second, you kicked my phone down the hallway when I dropped it - pretty shady move, don’t you think? Third, you shoved Josh into my path, hoping I’d trip. So tell me, Asim, who’s the real cheater here?”

The boys around them exchanged glances, their silence louder than any rebuttal. Manu let the moment linger before adding:

“Now, hand over my hundred bucks. I’ve got to get back to Ms Butcher.”

Asim hesitated, his face burning as the weight of his loss settled in. Reluctantly, he pulled $100 from his wallet and handed it to Manu, avoiding eye contact.

“Thanks,” Manu said, pocketing the money before turning and heading back inside. At the top of the stairs, he spotted his phone lying there, untouched. He picked it up, inspecting it for damage. Not a scratch.

He allowed himself a rare moment of elation. The $100 was still his, his phone was intact, and he had outwitted one of the loudest voices in school. It was a perfect ending to the day.

On his way to Ms Butcher’s classroom, Manu spotted Mai near her locker. Walking up to her, he handed her a crisp $20 bill.

“What’s this for?” Mai asked, her eyes widening in surprise.

“For swapping lockers with me,” Manu replied with a smile.

Mai blinked, momentarily at a loss for words. As someone who often felt invisible among her peers, the gesture caught her off guard. 

“But I wanted to swap too,” she finally managed, her voice soft.

“That’s okay,” Manu said warmly. “You helped me win my bet. Just take it.”

Mai nodded slowly, clutching the bill. The simple act of kindness left her feeling noticed and valued in a way she hadn’t before.

Manu’s popularity continued to grow, not just because of his cleverness but also because of his genuine respect for others and his unwavering integrity. Teachers admired his dependability, and his peers couldn’t help but gravitate towards him. Piece by piece, Manu was building a reputation that would follow him far beyond the schoolyard.

***
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A few weeks later, as the end-of-year tests were distributed, Ms Butcher addressed Manu’s question with a composed tone.

“It will be a nine-hour journey deep into the Jungle,” she explained. “We’ll be staying with the villagers, who will protect us from the dangers out there and teach us how to source food and water for ourselves.”

The classroom buzzed with mixed emotions. Some students looked uneasy, imagining the perils of the Jungle, while others fidgeted with excitement, eager to dive into the adventure.

“What sorts of dangers are we talking about?” Manu asked, his curiosity tinged with caution.

“The usual hazards of Jungle territory - nothing more, nothing less,” Ms Butcher replied with a casual shrug. “The natives will ensure our safety, so there’s nothing to worry about.” 

She smiled reassuringly, though she was blissfully unaware of how life-changing this trip would become for many of her students.

Her brief exchange with Manu sparked a flurry of questions from the class, each one more eager than the last. Sensing their growing distraction, Ms Butcher realised that expecting them to focus on the test was futile. Adjusting her plan on the fly, she clapped her hands for attention.

“All right, listen up,” she said. “This test has six pages, each with five questions. Instead of completing it individually, we’ll work through it together. Each of you will come up to the whiteboard and answer a randomly selected question.”

Relief washed over the room like a summer breeze. No one was thrilled about enduring another solo test, and her proposal lightened the mood considerably.

Ms Butcher quickly tore a sheet of paper into tiny numbered slips, and drew the first one from the pile.

“Number 21,” she announced, nodding at Mai to approach the board.

The kids, now brimming with gratitude for their teacher’s flexibility, tackled the questions with surprising efficiency, allowing their discussion about their upcoming excursion to soon resume.

“As you all know, tomorrow we begin our journey into the Jungle,” she said, her tone steady but filled with anticipation. “We’ll stay with the native villagers for two days and three nights. During that time, we’ll study the plants and animals of the Jungle, learn to identify what’s edible and what’s poisonous, and explore traditional medicines and survival techniques used by the locals.”

She directed their attention to the checklists on their desks, reviewing the essentials one last time.

“Make sure you pack pencils and notebooks,” she reminded them. “You’ll need them to take notes and sketch the plants and animals we encounter. And don’t forget a cheap, water-resistant watch - it’s easy to lose track of time when you’re surrounded by nothing but dense vegetation.”

When the final bell rang that afternoon, the boys’ usual race was forgotten. The students were far too engrossed in discussing what they planned to bring for the adventure.

“I’m bringing my dad’s bush knife to protect everyone,” Asim declared proudly, puffing out his chest.

“Yeah, right,” Josh retorted with a smirk. “You don’t even have a decent kitchen knife at home.”

While most of Ms Butcher’s class got along well, Josh and Asim had a knack for trading insults that occasionally escalated into fistfights.

“You’ll see!” Asim shot back, his eyes piercing. “You’ll be the first to scream for my help!”

***
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Asim and his family had migrated just two years earlier from a war-torn region, carrying with them the weight of trauma and loss. Adjusting to their new life was anything but easy for Asim. He frequently found himself at odds with his peers, often entangled in conflicts that painted him as disruptive and untrustworthy. His habit of embellishing stories - sometimes as a way to gain attention, sometimes as an escape from harsh realities - earned him scepticism and frustration when classmates dismissed even his truthful words.

Being two years older than most kids in his grade due to inadequate schooling, Asim stood out in more ways than one. The maturity forced upon him by his traumatising past clashed with his struggle to fit in. His quick temper and tendency for fighting earned him frequent visits to the deputy principal’s office, further isolating him from his peers.

That afternoon, determined to prove himself, Asim set his sights on his father’s prized possession: a double-edged, razor-sharp bush knife. It wasn’t just any knife; it symbolised resilience and survival, qualities his father revered. But Asim’s father kept the weapon hidden beneath his bed and forbade anyone from touching it - a rule Asim had no intention of respecting.

After school, Asim stormed into the house, flung his backpack onto his bed, and slipped into his parents’ room. His plan was simple: take the knife, stash it in his bag, and hide it there while his mother helped him pack for the school trip. But his presence in the room woke his six-month-old sister, whose cries immediately pierced the air.

“Who went into our room?” his mother’s voice thundered, sharp enough to make even a stranger jump.

Asim’s ever-curious five-year-old brother, eager to earn some favour, quickly ratted him out. Thinking fast, Asim shoved the knife into his drawer and hurried to the kitchen, where his mother was waiting to unleash her fury.

“Take Alia and Hiba outside and play with them! I’ve had enough of their screaming today!”

Asim silently obeyed, leading his siblings outside while bracing himself against the familiar bitterness in his mother’s tone. She had grown weary over the years, her patience eroded by the weight of single-handedly managing their chaotic household. His father, rarely home, spent most of his time lounging at a relative’s place, taking comfort in the generous government aid that spared him from needing to work. This left Asim’s mother to shoulder all the responsibilities - an exhausting reality that often drove her to bouts of shouting and physical punishments.

Once, during a particularly heated moment, she had struck Asim so hard that his face bore visible bruises, keeping him out of school for weeks. The sting of that incident had dulled over time, but the helplessness it bred lingered.

As the oldest child, Asim was expected to fill in the gaps, caring for his younger siblings whenever he wasn’t at school. School was the only place where he found relief from the chaos at home. Soccer matches and moments with his friends became his sanctuary, a brief escape from the responsibilities that weighed him down.

Still, the turmoil at home took its toll. His grades suffered, and his frequent outbursts at school were his way of venting frustration. Unfortunately, Asim lacked a support system - no mentor, teacher, or counsellor to help him process the trauma of his homeland or navigate the challenges of his new environment. He had learned to carry his burdens alone, masking his pain behind a façade of defiance.

Asim was in their disorderly backyard, juggling a few rocks to entertain his younger siblings, when his mother’s sharp voice pierced the air again:

“Asim, come inside immediately!”

His heart sank as he rushed indoors, where his backpack, his father’s bush knife, and a pile of clothes were all resting on the dining table. Before he could defend himself, his mother’s palm struck him hard across the face. The force sent him reeling, his forehead slamming against the sharp edge of the table before he crashed onto the tiled floor.

A warm trickle down his face and splatters of red on the floor made it clear - his forehead had split open.

“How many times do I have to tell you not to touch your dad’s knife?” his mother shouted, her face flushed with fury. “Go clean up your mess!”

Dizzy and with a cheek burning from the slap, Asim stumbled to his feet. He grabbed a tea towel and pressed it against the gash on his forehead, hoping to stem the bleeding. Opening the kitchen cupboard, he retrieved a bag of salt before heading to the bathroom.

The cool water stung as he washed the wound, bringing back a long-buried memory. He recalled a boy from his native village who had fallen during a hunting game. Asim had been only five then, but the images were vivid: the boy, too afraid to let anyone treat his wounds, had hidden in the bushes. By the time the villagers found him, his injuries were grotesquely infected.

The boy’s agonised cries still echoed in Asim’s mind. He remembered the scene inside the smoke-filled hut where the boy lay feverish, surrounded by chanting villagers. Drums beat a relentless rhythm while the boy’s mother wailed outside. Eventually, the men carried him off on a makeshift stretcher of bamboo and palm leaves, embarking on a gruelling half-day trek through a savannah teeming with wild animals to reach a shaman. Asim never saw the boy again.

That incident had left its mark on him, ingraining a habit of tending to his wounds no matter how painful. Gritting his teeth, he rubbed a pinch of salt into the cut, hissing as the sting flared. He pressed the tea towel firmly against it, before wrapping it tightly and setting about cleaning up the splattered blood.

His mother stepped into the bathroom. Her face was a puzzle: there was worry in her eyes, but her voice was calm.

“I spoke to your father,” she said.

Asim froze. A wave of anxiety surged through him, making his legs feel heavy and his head spin. He gripped the edge of the basin to steady himself as dread washed over him. His mind raced through worst-case scenarios:

“He’ll either beat me again when he gets home, or they won’t let me go. Perhaps, they think my cut will get infected in the jungle. Either way, this can’t end well.”

For months, Asim had looked forward to the excursion, seeing it as a rare chance to escape his chaotic home life. He had envisioned himself becoming the hero of the trip, using his survival skills to impress his classmates - saving someone from a snake or guiding them through danger. This was his opportunity to earn their admiration, to finally feel seen.

But now, the sight of the knife on the table and the sting of his wound threatened to unravel those dreams.
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​​CHAPTER 2
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Although the sun had risen early at 5:08 that morning, the night had felt unnaturally long for the kids. By the time its golden rays blanketed the streets, the temperature had already climbed past 25 degrees Celsius, promising a sweltering day ahead.

“Morning, sweetheart! Come, I’ve made breakfast for you,” Mai’s mum greeted her warmly as Mai descended the stairs, fully dressed for the excursion.

Mai’s family lived in a cosy two-story house, with an airy open-plan kitchen that flowed into a spacious living room, its glass doors leading to a shaded patio. She shared a tight bond with her nine-year-old brother, Rob, and their parents, though her social life outside the family was far from ideal. Their neighbourhood was brimming with kids her age, but Mai rarely mingled. Her struggles with obesity - fuelled by her family’s dependency on fast food and snacks over wholesome home-cooked meals - had made her an easy target for bullying.

This morning, though, felt different. Seeing her mum bustling in the kitchen was a rare treat; usually, she had already left for her factory shift by the time Mai woke up. The sight filled Mai with an unexpected wave of comfort. Beaming, she dashed over and threw her arms around her mum in a hug that spoke volumes.

“Are you not working today?” Mai asked, her surprise evident as she slid onto the breakfast bar stool. Her mother placed a bowl of sugary cereal in front of her - a far cry from nutritious, but a familiar favourite.

“I wanted to surprise you,” her mum said with a smile, smoothing Mai’s hair affectionately. “And help you pack for the trip. Eat up, and I’ll get your food ready to take.”

As Mai dug into her cereal, her mum reached for the shopping bag that Mai had stashed in the fridge the night before. She pulled it out, expecting to find provisions for the excursion but instead uncovered its contents: three bags of salsa-flavoured chips, four packets of chocolate-coated biscuits, and a packet of four rolls from a cheap, local bakery - soft but notoriously hollow.

Her mum’s cheerful expression dimmed as she turned back to Mai. 

“Where’s the rest of the food?” she asked, a flicker of hope in her voice.

“That’s it,” Mai replied, her tone defensive as she met her mother’s gaze. “You only gave us $50.”

“That should’ve been plenty for proper food,” her mum said, shaking her head in disbelief.

“I bought dinner for Rob and me,” Mai explained quickly. “Then he wanted smoothies afterward, so we ran out of money.”

Her mum sighed, clearly disappointed. 

“We had leftovers in the fridge from a couple of days ago - plenty of food. Why didn’t you eat that and save the money for the trip?”

“Rob said he didn’t like what was in the fridge,” Mai shot back.

“Stop blaming Rob,” her mum said firmly, her tone uncharacteristically sharp. “You’re old enough to start making better decisions. The bus leaves at seven, and none of the nearby shops are open this early. If we can’t pack you proper food, you’re not going.”

Mai froze, the weight of her mother’s words hitting her like a punch to the chest.

“Let me call your dad,” her mum said, already reaching for her phone. “Maybe he’s near a place that’s open.”

Mai’s father worked tirelessly as a taxi driver, starting his day early and breaking only briefly at lunchtime before heading into his night shift. He had promised his kids that once they paid off their house, he’d stop working weekends and spend more time with them, taking them on family outings. It was an admirable goal, but unexpected expenses always seemed to creep in, delaying their dream of a mortgage free home and a better lifestyle.

This morning, however, his distance from home complicated things. He was on the far side of the City, nearly an hour and a half away, making it impossible to help in time. 

As her parents scrambled for solutions, her mum suddenly set her phone down with an exasperated groan.

“Ugh! No way!” she exclaimed. “The battery just had to die now.”

She hurriedly rummaged through drawers for her charger while Mai lingered at the breakfast bar, trying to focus on her sugary cereal but unable to quiet the growing knot in her stomach. The idea of staying home gnawed at her. Even though she wasn’t one to embrace school activities or socialise much with her classmates, her online friends had been buzzing about this trip for weeks. They’d convinced her to join, and she didn’t want to disappoint them.

“We’ve got 20 minutes to sort this out,” her mum muttered, her voice tight with urgency as she scoured the cupboards for anything remotely suitable for the excursion.

Just then, the doorbell rang. Both Mai and her mum froze, exchanging puzzled glances. Who could be at their door so early in the morning? It had to be an emergency.

Mai darted to the window, drawing back the curtain with a mixture of fear and curiosity, but her face instantly lit up.

“It’s grandma!” she exclaimed, practically bouncing on her toes. Without a second thought, she dashed to the door and flung it open.

“Morning, my dear,” her grandmother said warmly, wrapping Mai in a loving embrace. “I thought I’d bake you something special for your trip.”

She handed Mai a shopping bag, and Mai eagerly peeked inside. Her eyes widened with delight as she pulled out a container of homemade oat cookies, dotted with chocolate chips and sprinkled with crushed nuts.

“Grandma! Of course. Why didn’t I think of her earlier?” Mai’s mum murmured to herself, a mix of relief and admiration in her tone.

“You’re a lifesaver!” she said, hugging her mother-in-law tightly. “We have a bit of a situation. Mai doesn’t have any proper food for her trip.”

“Well, apart from these amazing cookies,” Mai interjected with a grin, holding the container up proudly.

Her mum glanced at her briefly, smiling, before turning back to her grandmother. 

“Do you have any bread and salami at home? Something we could quickly pack for her?”

“Of course I do!” her grandmother replied with a knowing chuckle. “I went shopping just yesterday. Come over, and take whatever you need.”

In a flurry of activity, they gathered Mai’s essentials, tossing them into her backpack. Within a few heart beats, they were out the door, racing to Mai’s grandma’s house to stock up on the final, but most crucial items.

***
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At the school entrance, two 22-seater buses stood proudly, their exteriors adorned with captivating wildlife murals that ignited the imagination of every onlooker. Vibrant paintings of monkeys, wild cats, elephants, crocodiles, and snakes sprawled across the sides and rear of the buses, serving as a vivid declaration of their impending journey into the heart of the Jungle.

To ensure a smooth departure, the teachers and organisers had firmly emphasised punctuality. The buses were scheduled to leave exactly at 7 a.m., as the long and challenging journey demanded an early start to avoid arriving in the Jungle after dark. An assembly time of 6:45 a.m. was set, giving students enough time for farewells, seat selection, and settling in for the adventure ahead.

At 6:13, the first arrival appeared: Joe, a skinny, clumsy
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